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Introduction
Within the United States, more than 48,000 youth are currently held in confinement as a
result of delinquent or criminal behavior (Prison Policy Initiative, 2019). These youth are confined in
long-term secure facilities, residential treatment centers, detention centers, group homes, and even
adult prisons and jails (Prison Policy Initiative, 2019). Throughout the past decade, there has been
growing concern regarding the rate of staff turnover within these types of facilities, as well as the
correctional and health systems more generally (Hyde, 2013). Existing research suggests staff
vacancies, turnover, and absenteeism can be a particularly serious problem in the field of child
services, where turnover can even exceed 50% (Aarons & Sawitzky, 2006; Glisson, Dukes, & Green,
2006; Lambert & Hogan, 2009). For example, within one statewide juvenile justice system, it was
found that nearly one-quarter of newly hired staff resigned within their first year (Mikytuck &
Cleary, 2016; Minor, Wells, Angel, & Matz, 2011). Even more striking, in a national sample of
around 250 facilities, one-year turnover rates averaged 32.8% in public residential facilities and over
55% in nonpublic residential facilities (Lakin et al., 1982). Further, over 90% of correctional officers
have reported using some amount of sick leave for reasons other than being sick or injured on the
job, leading to staffing shortages within the system as a whole (NYC Independent Budget Office,
2016).
As all adjudicated youth placed in residential facilities in the State of Florida receive
comprehensive services (education, psychiatric, clinical, and targeting of criminogenic needs) during
their time in residential placement, studying the potential impact of facility-level characteristics, such
as staff vacancies and absenteeism, becomes paramount. Staffing concerns within the juvenile
system represent a critical issue, one with several potential consequences for both the system itself
and the youth in its custody. Further, factors impacting program staff, such as low pay, low job
satisfaction, and poor organizational commitment (see Wells, Minor, Angel, Matz, & Amato, 2009),
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can lead to burnout and other increased frustrations affecting staff members who serve at-risk
youth. This may lead to more youth in custody encountering instances of sexual victimization and
other unnecessary usage of force/restraints, as well as result in poorer quality relationships with
facility staff (Prison Policy Initiative, 2019). While the number of youth confined has fallen by 60%
over the last two decades, those who remain ensnared in the justice system may be held in facilities
experiencing a number of staffing difficulties, and, therefore, may be at increased risk of
victimization or other deleterious consequences. Accordingly, research devoted to understanding the
ramifications stemming from staffing issues is critical for the health and safety of juvenile residential
facilities and the youth housed within them. Given research on the association between staffing
variables and juvenile outcomes is largely absent, to our knowledge this study represents one of the
first to assess the association between staff vacancies and absences and changes in dynamic risk
during placement, duration of confinement and recidivism post-release. Importantly, while this study
provides a novel assessment of this potentially critical issue using a coherent theoretical and
analytical approach, it remains only a first step for research in this area.
Factors Associated with Staffing Issues
Staff turnover, vacancies, and absenteeism are hypothesized to have negative consequences
for the juvenile justice system, such as 1) financial costs associated with recruiting and training
replacement staff and overtime dollars to maintain appropriate staff to youth ratios, and 2) potential
reductions in quality or effectiveness of services being delivered to the system’s clients (Garner,
Hunter, Modisette, Ihnes, & Godley, 2012; Lambert, 2001; Lambert & Hogan, 2009). Within the
larger literature on staffing concerns, research suggests that in some instances, those individuals who
are more qualified and higher performing are most likely to leave due to better employment
opportunities elsewhere (Weaver, 2015). Importantly, while a moderate degree of turnover is healthy
for any organization because it offers an opportunity for fresh ideas, expertise, and perspective, the
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extreme degree of turnover, vacancies, and daily absences seen in some juvenile justice facilities can
have grave implications for the quality, consistency, safety, and stability of services provided to such
vulnerable populations. Furthermore, the financial implications of staff absences and other staffing
issues within the juvenile justice system may be particularly worrisome due to the use of evidencebased practices, since such practices involve greater financial commitments as well as more rigorous
staff training (Aarons, Sommerfeld, Hecht, Silovsky, & Chaffin, 2009).
Much of the extant research on staffing issues in correctional facilities has focused on rates
of turnover. A number of organizational and individual factors have been shown to be related to
turnover and turnover intentions across juvenile justice facilities in the United States, such as the age
of employees (younger), race (Black and Hispanic), degree of job satisfaction, stress, and levels of
staff support (Mitchell, Mackenzie, Styve, & Gover, 2000; Wells, Minor, Lambert, & Tilley, 2016).
Assessing the causes of staff attrition, Tipton (2002) found that officers with longer years of service
were more satisfied with pay than less experienced officers, who may have poorer promotion
prospects. This is consistent with later findings, in which actual turnover was found to be most
probable within the first nine months of training, when officers are least experienced (Minor, Wells,
Angel, & Matz, 2011). Other studies have found evidence that job attitudes (i.e., job satisfaction and
organizational commitment) are a significant predictor of turnover intent, while work environment
or personal variables were not (Matz, Wells, Minor, & Angel, 2012; Mikytuck & Cleary, 2016; Wells
et al., 2016). Further, there is evidence that the effect of the work environment, such as quality of
supervision and facility type, may be indirect and mediated by job attitudes (Matz et al., 2012). In
this regard, staff absenteeism may be indicative of larger personal intentions to leave such a position,
as well as contribute to the quality of services received by those under the staff member’s care.
A smaller body of research has explored the causes and implications of staff dissatisfaction
and other staffing issues, such as vacancies and absenteeism, more generally. Though actual turnover
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is the focus of some research, general staff dissatisfaction, which can be measured as sick leave and
absenteeism within facilities (Lambert & Hogan, 2007), can also provide important insights into the
individual and organizational factors related to the retention of quality staff. For example, among
federal prison workers, research has demonstrated that job stress, job dissatisfaction, and low
commitment to the agency were associated with unplanned absences (sick leave) (Lambert, Edwards,
Camp, & Saylor, 2005). More recent research assessing 160 correctional staff in a maximum-security
prison further found that emotional exhaustion (feelings of being beaten down emotionally) and
depersonalization were correlated with frequent absenteeism (Lambert, Hogan, & Altheimer, 2010).
These findings echo earlier research including Harvey and Burns (1994), who found that emotional
exhaustion and depersonalization were related to burnout and subsequent absenteeism among a
sample of residential nursing staff who worked with men with challenging behaviors, including
learning disabilities. Scholars have suggested that those employees who feel most unhappy and
disconnected from their work may not hesitate to take sick leave, even when that sick leave may not
be truly legitimate (Lambert & Hogan, 2007).
Finally, while maintaining employee safety is of utmost importance, maintaining minimum
staffing ratios is also critical for the protection of incarcerated youth. The Prison Rape Elimination
Act (PREA) serves as one such example when considering appropriate numbers of staff and
supervision levels within facilities housing vulnerable populations. While current standards require
staff-to-youth ratios of 1:8 during daytime hours and 1:16 during nighttime hours (while youth are
sleeping), some practitioners believe these ratios should be modified to 1:6 and 1:12, respectively, in
order to exceed PREA’s mandate and promote increased safety (Shoenberg et al., 2012). When too
many positions are left unfilled or when staff are absent, this can seriously disrupt the safety of
youth and the employees tasked with overseeing them. For example, unplanned staff absences
(calling out sick) leave other staff members to fill the void, often working long “double” shifts or
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being called in on a day they were originally scheduled to be off. This highlights the potential for
staffing difficulties to impact the quality of care youth in the juvenile justice system may receive,
which has implications for their success post-release. We now turn to the limited literature devoted
this topic.
Impact of Staffing Issues on Client Outcomes
Regarding the deleterious consequences of staff turnover, absenteeism, and vacancy, there is
limited but growing evidence that staffing issues may impact client outcomes within other fields. For
example, Williams and Potts (2010) found higher staff turnover to be significantly associated with
decreased client self-efficacy and less distance walked at the end of treatment among a large sample
of chronic pain patients. Plomondon and colleagues (2007) found that across health care plans,
those plans with higher provider turnover had lower rates of preventive care, including childhood
immunization and welfare visits, as well as fewer cholesterol and cervical cancer screenings.
Additionally, staff turnover has been found to have a significant negative relationship with treatment
fidelity in the field of mental health (Woltmann et al., 2008). The impact of staff turnover on a
sample of substance users has also been assessed. Interestingly, preliminary research has shown that
staff turnover in substance abuse treatment was actually positively associated with treatment
effectiveness, (measured as decreased social risk and less involvement in illicit activity) (Garner et al.,
2012). This may be due to the fact that in some organizations, increased turnover paves the way for
more qualified employees to come on board while less qualified staff members leave. For example,
Mikytuck & Cleary (2016) maintain that involuntary turnover may be less disruptive and be in the
“best interest” of the agency. Other research on substance abuse treatment programs has noted that
staff stress may lead to decreased client participation in treatment, and that stress and burnout are
significantly related (Landrum, Knight, & Flynn, 2012). However, issues surrounding facility
vacancies and staff absenteeism are even less well understood.
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To date, little research has examined the association between staffing issues and youth
outcomes. Even less research has looked at the effect of staffing issues on youth outcomes in
juvenile justice residential facilities. The majority of related work has focused on the relationships
present between staff members and youth in their care. For example, in their assessment of youth
perspectives on staff relationships, Marsh and Evans (2009) examined how three distinct
relationship qualities: balanced (characterized by being high in satisfaction, coping, and closeness),
practical (low in closeness), and engaged (low in coping) can impact youth outcomes. They found
that youth in the balanced group perceived the greatest potential for success, including maintaining
social networks, practicing conflict resolution, and avoiding substance abuse and reoffending.
Indeed, positive relationships with staff members may have a protective effect, especially if staff act
as role models who can provide both instrumental and emotional support for youth (Marsh &
Evans, 2009). In instances of voluntary turnover, however, some facilities may at least temporarily
fill vacant positions with underqualified staff who cannot provide high-quality treatment or
emotional support to incarcerated young people. Other corrections research has shown that aspects
of staff burnout, such as depersonalization, can be positively related to increased support for
punishment and decreased support for a treatment approach (Lambert, Hogan, Altheimer, Jiang, &
Stevenson, 2010), although the effects of these beliefs on latter outcomes were not assessed
empirically. This may especially be the case when there are greater numbers of unplanned absences
and vacancies, as existing staff may need to take on additional shifts which becomes exhausting,
frustrating, and emotionally or physically taxing.
Importantly, missing from this body of literature is an assessment of staffing issues present
within the juvenile justice system and their potential impact on youth outcomes such as treatment
progress and changes in risk during residential placement, as well as future involvement in criminal
behavior. This is especially true in light of the research that suggests that changes in risk during
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placement do indeed translate to recidivism differences post-release from residential placement
(Baglivio, Wolff, Jackowski, & Greenwald, 2017). Existing studies have analyzed pre/post risk
assessment change scores, the majority of which examined adult probation or parole samples
(Raynor, 2007; Schlager & Pacheco, 2011; Vose, Lowencamp, Smith, & Cullen, 2009) Prior research
has also established that changes in risk (as measured by a risk assessment tool at multiple time
points during placement) are related to continued offending among youth upon exiting residential
facilities (Baglivio et al., 2017; Raynor, 2007; Wooditch, Tang, & Taxman, 2014).
A handful of studies utilizing Florida juvenile justice data have examined risk assessment
domain-level change scores within residential facility samples. Past research has found that youth
randomly assigned to a victim impact intervention had greater reductions in risk across a number of
domains than youth receiving treatment as usual (Baglivio & Jackowski, 2015). Further, Baglivio and
colleagues (2018) found that matching services to assessed needs and achieving sufficient dosage of
an intervention resulted in greater risk reduction across five of 10 domains of dynamic risk.
Finally, a limited, but growing literature assessing criminogenic need change scores suggests
risks can be reduced, youth progress differently during placement in terms of risk reduction
(Baglivio, Wolff, Piquero, Howell, & Greenwald, 2016), and these reductions can decrease the
probability of future offending and even moderate the effects of the community context to which
the youth returns (Baglivio, Wolff, Jackowski, & Greenwald, 2017). We hypothesize that facility
staffing issues may represent a key antecedent condition in the relationship among treatment quality,
the reduction of risk, and further criminal involvement. Prior to describing the current study, we
briefly expand upon the theoretical connection between facility staffing issues and youth outcomes.
Connecting Staffing Issues to Youth Outcomes
Several concepts drawn from criminological and psychological theory may be used to
understand the interplay between staffing issues and youth outcomes. While we do not formally
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examine the theoretical perspectives outlined below, they nevertheless provide important
justification for understanding staff absences and vacancies. Specifically, components of Hirschi’s
(1969) social bond theory and its central element of attachment, as well as the concept of learned
helplessness (Maier & Seligman, 1976), may be considered together in order to better understand
how staffing issues may impact youth who in juvenile justice facilities. Both theoretical traditions
underscore the importance of the relationship between staff and the youth they serve.
According to Hirschi (1969), delinquent behavior is the result of weakened or broken bonds
to both parents and society. Attachment, commitment, involvement, and belief are the four main
tenets and, when strong, can prevent youth from engaging in criminal activity. Most central to the
current research on staffing and youth outcomes is the concept of attachment. Attachment is the
emotional element of the social bond and refers to the individual’s affection for, and sensitivity to,
prosocial others. In this case, it is the bond between facility staff members and the youth who have
been ordered to serve time in residential placement. Hirschi (1969) argued attachment is the most
salient element of the social bond, as it insulates the youth from antisocial influences and motivates
them to act pro-socially in order to avoid disappointing those they care about.
While Hirschi (1969) asserts that attachment to parents constitutes the most important bond,
attachment to school and other non-family prosocial others is also important to limiting delinquent
behavior. For example, Wiatrowski, Griswold, and Roberts (1981) note that school serves as an
important socializing institution that was not fully elaborated upon by Hirschi. Further, Stewart
(2003) found that higher levels of school attachment, commitment, and belief in school rules were
associated with less school misbehavior, and that males are more likely to engage in delinquency
than females, even when those individuals have involved parents. Ayers et al. (1999) also found that
improving school and social skills may be a more effective strategy for reducing delinquency among
boys, rather than interventions designed to enhance attachment to parental guardians. In this regard,
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positive relationships with adults such as teachers, therapists, and other professionals have the
potential to reduce delinquency. It is this attachment element of the social bond that is central to our
argument, as it is most likely to be impacted by staffing issues such as vacancy and absenteeism.
Attachment style has emerged as an important concept in developmental psychology and has
been shown to be related to later youth outcomes. For example, in their study of therapist-youth
relationships and treatment outcomes among youth in a secure residential facility, Harder, Knorth,
and Kalverboer (2012) found that care workers and teachers can serve as a secure base to youth
upon admission to the facility, and that this relationship is important from the start of treatment. In
this regard, youth need to have the chance and the ability to develop positive relationships with their
facility caretakers, regardless of staff role. Cassidy (1999) notes that an affectional bond is one that is
consistent and non-transitory, where a secure and positive relationship can develop over time
because the caregiver is both available and responsive to youth needs. In relation to youth outcomes,
research exploring foster youth who were transitioning to adulthood found that strong bonds to
employment and education were associated with lower risk for arrest (Cusick, Haylicek, & Courtney,
2012). It may be that young people who have the consistent support and encouragement needed to
sustain work and schooling are better able to improve their life circumstances, decrease critical risk
factors, and abstain from further delinquent activity.
Additionally, characteristics of the bond formed between staff and the youth they serve have
the potential to affect youths’ psychological states in either a positive or negative way (Peterson,
Buser, & Westburg, 2010; Sulek et al., 2017). If the nature of the bond is negative or absent (i.e.,
transitory, inconsistent, or unpredictable relationships), the environment in which the bond is
situated can become uncertain for the youth involved. This uncertainty may result in learned
helplessness, which occurs when an individual learns that their response has no impact or
connection to an outcome when events and their surroundings are out of their control (Maier &
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Seligman, 1976). This uncontrollable environment can prevent youth from realizing and achieving
their goals, as well as result in other deleterious outcomes. In other words, poor attachment to
caregivers—whether they are parents, critical staff members, or other important adults in a facility,
can exacerbate helplessness behaviors. This is especially true given that helplessness is attributed to
socialization and the actions of people (Nuvvula, 2016). When children previously neglected, for
example, remain unprotected, unattached, and unsupported, they are less likely to develop resilience
and appropriate coping abilities. This notion of learned helplessness has been identified among
youth who aged out of foster care (Gomez, Ryan, Norton, Jones, & Galan-Cisneros, 2015), who
asserted that certain components of the system prevented them from developing the necessary
motivation and self-efficacy to improve their lives.
Within the juvenile justice system, research has found that youth uncertainty and the inability
to predict if/when punishment will occur can lead to hopelessness and depression, and that staff
who were especially inexperienced and strict may do more harm than good in a residential youth
setting (see van der Helm, Klapwiik, Stams, & van der Laan, 2009). van der Helm and colleagues
(2009) did note, however, that youth facilities with an open group climate—one that has proper care
and attention, where staff consider the unique psychological needs of children, convey empathy, and
teach youth how to appropriately think and feel in their environment—resulted in youth reporting
increased motivation for treatment and a greater degree of self-agency in their decision-making
abilities.
Finally, staffing issues and the effect of the staff-youth relationship on multiple outcomes
have been assessed in the educational field. For example, teacher turnover can harm student
achievement, where schools—particularly those which are low-performing and have a large
population of Black students—with high turnover can result in significantly lower English (ELA)
and mathematics scores (Ronfeldt, Loeb, & Wyckoff, 2013). Research also suggests that teacher and
11

student wellbeing may be linked. Harding and colleagues (2019) demonstrated that higher teacher
wellbeing was positively associated with decreased student distress and better student wellbeing.
However, teachers with more pronounced depressive symptoms were found to be significantly
associated with decreased wellbeing and increased psychological distress among youth for whom
they care. Indeed, it is reasonable to suspect the findings from this line of research may translate to
juvenile residential facilities as well. All staff members work together as part of a whole, and the
youth in custody should believe that the adults in the facility care about them as individuals and want
them to succeed; if not, the quality of staff-youth relationship is diminished and poorer outcomes
are likely to result.
A New Direction
Given the theoretical connection between staffing difficulties, the creation of a meaningful
bond, and learned helplessness outlined above, the importance of staffing issues in residential
facilities cannot be neglected. While scholars have examined the potential for staffing shortages to
impact treatment outcomes within other fields, to our knowledge no prior research has assessed the
role of such issues in the reductions in risk youth evidence during their time in residential placement,
the duration of confinement, or future delinquent behavior. While not a direct test of any specific
theoretical mechanism, the focus of the current paper is to explore the potential association between
facility staffing issues and these central outcomes. To do this, we examine the relationship between
facility-level measures of staffing shortages (vacancies and absences) and, (1) treatment progress as
measured by changes in dynamic risk during residential placement, (2) the number of days spent in
residential placement, and (3) a measure of juvenile recidivism. Prior to discussing the results of the
current study, a description of the data, measures, and analytic techniques used is presented.
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Data
The current study leverages a unique combination of official juvenile justice agency data on
adjudicated youth completing juvenile justice residential placements, and original data, inclusive of
human resources staffing data, drawn from the programs that served those youth over an 18-month
timeframe. Specifically, all youth completing residential programs in Florida operated by a single
residential provider, representing approximately 55% of all FDJJ residential completions during the
study timeframe of July 1, 2015 through June 30, 2017 (n = 2,400) were considered for inclusion.
Excluding youth for whom provider human resources data were not yet available (admitted prior to
January 1, 2015), four youth without the risk/need assessment data necessary to assess changes in
risk over time (explained below), nine youth who were classified as “other race”, and one youth
formally diagnosed with “mental retardation” (terminology in use prior to the DSM-5 revisions)
resulted in a final sample of 2,022 adolescents (13% female, 54% Black, 15% Hispanic). The median
length of residential placement was 244 days (Mean = 265.6; SD = 101.5). Within 12 months of
being released from residential placement, 64.5% of the youth were re-arrested for a new law
violation.
***Table 1 about here***
To provide context, Florida is rather unique in that 100% of the long-term juvenile justice
residential programs are operated by private providers (both non- and for-profit). Youth are placed
in programs located throughout the state through court disposition for an indeterminate period of
time, with release based on completion of an individualized treatment plan. Youth admitted, in every
residential program, must attend school (taught by certified teachers) for the duration of placement,
or until the youth has obtained a high school or equivalent diploma. An individualized treatment
plan is developed in which the frequency of individual counseling and treatment groups (provided
by licensed or supervised therapists) is indicated. Treatment services include cognitive behavioral
13

interventions, skills training groups, substance abuse prevention or intervention (based on the
youth’s substance use history and/or diagnoses), treatment for sexual offending (based primarily on
offending history), mental health group services, and family therapy. Florida administrative code
dictates every youth with mental health and/or substance abuse needs must receive treatment for
such conditions. All programs have a behavior management system (token economy), which
requires level attainment for increased privileges. Programs are also specialized in that all youth
placed in a given program have similar overarching treatment needs (such as substance abuse
treatment needs), with services individually tailored within the specialized program.
The data used was inclusive of complete arrest, justice system placement, risk/need
assessment information, and one-year rearrest data for each juvenile. These data are maintained in
the Juvenile Justice Information System (JJIS) database maintained in the Florida Department of
Juvenile Justice (FDJJ). Critical to the current study are the risk/need information assessed at
admission, every 90 days thereafter, and prior to release for each juvenile. This assessment, the
Residential Positive Achievement Change Tool (R-PACT) is administered as a semi-structured
interview protocol in which the trained assessor selects forced-choice responses to items across
distinct domains. All R-PACT assessors are bachelor’s level case management staff who have
successfully completed both a standardized two-day motivational interviewing training as well as a
three-day R-PACT assessment and case planning training. The R-PACT domains include: criminal
history, school, use of free time, vocational, relationships, family, substance use, mental health,
attitudes/behaviors, aggression, and social skills. The R-PACT software then produces both static
and dynamic risk scores for each domain (with the exception of criminal history which results in
only a static risk score).
The current study uses both the initial R-PACT (at admission) and exit R-PACT (prior to
release). These initial and exit R-PACT assessments are used to create measures of change in risk for
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each domain from admission to discharge. These domain-level changes in risk are used to develop a
total change in risk measure (explained below), which captures overall changes of dynamic risk
during the course of placement, indicating the extent of treatment progress (as the goal of treatment
is risk reduction). The validity of the R-PACT risk change scores during placement, to predict
reoffending post-release has been demonstrated in prior work (Baglivio, Wolff, Jackowski, &
Greenwald, 2017; Baglivio, Wolff, Piquero, DeLisi, & Vaughn, 2018; Hay, Widdowson, Bates,
Baglivio, Jackowski, & Greenwald, 2018).
The staffing data was specifically recorded and maintained through a database requiring daily
data entry by each residential program operated by the largest private residential provider operating
within the state. This database included staffing data, such as vacancies, input by each residential
program daily from January 1, 2015 throughout the study period (and beyond). Quality assurance to
data fidelity included a weekly report indicating the values of each metric which was required to be
confirmed by corporate level regional directors. Any day without data was indicated by a red “X” in
the fidelity report and required to be corrected within one week. Weekly corporate level operational
calls and monthly and quarterly regional meetings ensured accuracy of the data and were used to
discuss program trends over time and any corrective actions or needed resource allocations for each
program, ensuring faith in the accuracy of the data.
The staffing data were matched to each juvenile’s official juvenile justice data based on the
program (the residential facility) the youth was placed, and the exact timeframe during which that
youth was placed. For instance, if a juvenile was admitted to XYZ Academy from June 10th, 2015, to
December 22, 2015, the staffing data for XYZ during the months of June- December 2015 was
linked to the youth’s risk assessment and recidivism data. This allowed for the current study to
consider the staffing issues of the program within which the youth was located, but tailored to the
exact timeframe during which that youth was treated. Programs may change over time with respect
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to not only the risk profiles of the youth admitted, but also the extent of staffing issues over time.
The assurance of matching each youth to the staffing data during the time for which that youth was
treated addresses that reality. Combining program-specific and period-specific staffing data with
individual youth-level placement, risk assessment, and recidivism data allows for examining whether
staffing shortages are associated with the extent of treatment progress during placement, the length
of stay and/or reoffending post placement completion.
Measures

Dependent Measures
Changes in Dynamic Risk during Placement. The first dependent measure was an indicator of
treatment progress during placement: total dynamic risk reduction from admission to discharge. The
initial and exit dynamic risk scores for each R-PACT domain are produced by the R-PACT software
based on the responses to each individual item. These initial and exit risk scores were used to create
a “change score” for each dynamic domain, indicating the extent of risk reduction, or increases in
risk during placement on each given dynamic domain (criminal history is not included as it is static).
In keeping with prior studies (Baglivio & Jackowski, 2015; Baglivio et al., 2015; Baglivio et al, 2018;
Vose et al., 2009), the dynamic risk change score for each domain is the percentage change from
Time 1 (admission) to Time 2 (discharge), and equals the percentage of the maximum possible risk
of the exit score minus the percentage of the maximum possible risk of the initial score. The more
negative the score, the more the risk of that particular domain was reduced (which is the goal of
treatment) during the youth’s residential placement. For example, a youth scoring 8 points of a
maximum 10 on a particular domain on the initial R-PACT and 2 points of a maximum 10 on the
exit R-PACT for the same domain would have a change score of −0.6 ((2/10)−(8/10)= −0.6), or a
60% reduction in risk in that domain. Using the change score for each of the 17 dynamic domains in
the R-PACT, a measure of total dynamic risk change (similar to Vose et al., 2009) was calculated
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using an additive standardized index (α = .827) where more negative values are indicative of larger
reductions in dynamic risk during placement. This composite measure provides an estimate of
treatment progress, establishing whether the services provided are affecting the levels of dynamic
risk, in keeping with suggested best practice standards (Lowenkamp & Bechtel, 2007; see also
Schlager & Pacheco, 2011).
Length of Stay. Length of stay was measured as the number of days between admission and
discharge. A similar measure has been used in research on juvenile recidivism (Winokur, Smith,
Bontrager, and Blankenship, 2008). The average length of stay was 266 days, while the median was
244 days for the study sample.
Recidivism. Recidivism was measured as official rearrest within one-year of completing the
residential placement (each youth’s follow-up period was exactly 365 days from the day that youth
was released from the residential program). As some youth were, or turned, 18 years of age during
the one-year follow-up, both juvenile and adult arrest records were used to indicate whether the
youth was rearrested.

Independent Measures
Staffing Measures. Three staffing measures were employed in the current study. As programs are
of different sizes, and larger programs may necessarily have more vacancies or unplanned staff
absences (calling in sick, unable to make it to work, “no call/no show”), we employ rates for each
staffing measure based on the actual youth census of the program. The rates are developed using a
denominator of total bed days during a month. Total bed days include every youth on the census
(housed in the program) counted as a “1” and each day added during the month (meaning total bed
days is the youth census every day of the month summed over the monthly period).
The total staff vacancy rate during each month was measured as the total number of staff
vacancies divided by the total bed days during that month multiplied by 1,000. This total vacancy
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rate captured the extent of staffing shortages in terms of available personnel. This included a
vacancy of any position at the program (administrators, case management, therapists, nursing, direct
care, physical plant, etc.).
In contrast, the second measure included was the direct care only vacancy rate. Direct care
vacancies included only staff members whose primary responsibility was the care, custody, and
supervision of youth as well as their immediate supervisors. These are the positions that are most
likely hourly employees (rather than salary), and are the only positions which may “count” towards
maintaining contractual youth-to-staff ratios. Youth-to-staff are set by each contract and all meet or
exceed Prison Rape Elimination Act (PREA) standards of 1 staff to 8 youth during awake hours and
1 staff to 16 youth during times youth are asleep (FDJJ uses a 1:12 asleep ratio). Some contracts,
such as more intensive mental health programs, have even more strict ratios (such as 1 staff to 5
youth). Both total vacancies and direct care only vacancies were included as the affects may differ in
terms of treatment progress and/or reoffending. The direct care vacancy rate is the direct care
vacancies for the month divided by the total bed days, multiplied by 1,000.
The third staffing measure was the total count of instances during the month of a staff
member was absent. This absence rate is measured as the total staff absences during the month
divided by the total bed days, multiplied by 1,000. When a staff member is absent, if the staff is a
direct care staff, staff-to-youth ratios must still be maintained, meaning additional staff must be
called into work, or staff already there must be held over until a replacement arrives (staff members
are not permitted to work more than 24 hours straight even if held over).
All three staffing measures use daily reported data to create rates (total vacancy rate, direct
care only vacancy rate, absence rate) for each month from January 1, 2015, to June 30, 2017. These
monthly measures were applied to each youth based on the exact months the youth was placed at
the program. This ensures each youth is attributed the staffing issues present only when he/she was
18

being treated at the program. For youth placed at a program for any time during a month, that
month’s data was applied to that youth (i.e. a youth placed January 20th at a program will have
January’s data attributed to that youth).

Control Measures. A number of static risk factors, as well as a measure of total initial dynamic risk,
measured at admission to the residential program were included to ensure adequate controls and
allow examination of the robustness of the association between the focal staffing measures and each
outcome.
Criminal history risk is used to assess the seriousness, versatility, and chronicity of offending
prior to the residential placement. The R-PACT produces a criminal history risk score inclusive of
measures for: (1) age at first arrest, number of adjudicated/adjudication withheld (2) misdemeanor,
(3) felony, (4) weapon, (5) violent misdemeanor, (6) violent felony offenses, (7) number of
confinements in detention, (8) number of prior residential commitments, (9) number of prior
escapes, and (10) number of pick up orders for failure-to-appear in court/absconding supervision.
Prior work examining FDJJ offenders exiting residential placement has indicated this R-PACT
software-produced criminal history score has the strongest positive correlation with subsequent
offending of any R-PACT domain (including both static and dynamic domain scores; Hay et al.,
2018). The criminal history index score ranges from a possible 0 – 31; the current study sample
average was 15.79 (SD = 4.83).
Total initial dynamic risk is included as the standardized additive index of all 17 dynamic risk
domain scores (described above) measured at admission to the residential facility (initial R-PACT).
This allows us to control for each youth’s initial levels of dynamic risk, as initial levels may dictate
the extent to which risk can be changed (treatment cannot reduce from no initial risk, and a youth
cannot “get worse” by increasing from maximum initial risk). As Wooditch, Tang, and Taxman
(2014) state, “the participant’s needs scores at baseline will be added as covariates in the… models,
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because it is necessary to control for baselines when using change scores’’ (p. 288; see also Diggle,
Heagerty, Liang, & Zeger, 2002).
History of mental health problems was a dichotomous indicator for youth with no history of
mental health problems (= 0) and those with mental health problems (= 1). Mental health problems
included schizophrenia, bipolar, mood, thought, personality, and adjustment disorders. All mental
health problems must have been confirmed by a professional qualified to do so (e.g., psychologist,
licensed mental health counselor). Importantly, conduct disorder, oppositional defiant, attention
deficit disorder/attention deficit hyperactivity disorder, and substance abuse disorders were
excluded. Finally, whether the youth had a formally diagnosed special education need was included as a
dichotomous indicator. Special education needs include diagnosed learning and behavioral deficits
by a qualified specialist.
Demographic Indicators. Demographic controls include a dichotomous indicator for youth sex
(male = 1), and dichotomous indicators for race (Black = 1) and ethnicity (Hispanic = 1). In keeping
with FDJJ protocol, ethnicity supersedes race such that Black (and white) youth are all nonHispanic, and Hispanic youth may be either Black or White. Additionally, the age of the youth at
admission (M = 16.62) and age at release (M = 17.34) from the residential program were both captured
continuously. Descriptive statistics for all measures employed in the current study are presented in
Table 1.
Analytic Strategy
The current study uses a variety of multivariate statistics in order to examine the association
between staffing challenges and a number of youth outcomes. First, the models gauge the
association between each of the staffing measures and two intermediate youth outcomes, changes in
the total dynamic risk and length of residential placement. As each of these outcomes are measured
on a continuous scale (a standardized measure of change and number of days), Ordinary Least
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Squares is used. 1 In addition to the staffing measures, the models include a measure of total initial
dynamic risk in order to control for baseline levels of risk when predicting change scores (Baglivio et
al., 2018; Diggle, Heagerty, Liang, & Zeger, 2002; Wooditch, Tang, & Taxman, 2014). They also
include the criminal history index, youth demographics, and the other static risk factors described
above. Finally, models include a series of program-specific “dummy” variables in order to account
for any between-program heterogeneity which may exist, thus isolating the relationship between
program-level staffing difficulties and our youth-level outcomes of interest.
Following a look at the association between each of the staffing measures and the two
intermediate outcomes we assess the relationship between staffing shortages and our measure of
juvenile recidivism (rearrest within 365 days). In this case, recidivism is a binary measure, making
logistic regression the primary analytic technique of choice. Logistic regression allows us to assess
the association between each of the staffing measures and the probability of rearrest while
controlling for other individual risk factors. The control variables included in this second set of
models included youth demographic characteristics, static risk factors such as criminal history and
mental health diagnoses, as well as length of stay and both the initial and changes in total dynamic
risk during residential placement measures.
Prior to conducting the multivariate analyses described, variance inflation factors were used
to rule out issues of multicollinearity. The potential for multivariate outliers and the presence of
heteroscedasticity was also assessed. These ancillary tests suggest these the validity of the results
presented here are not threatened by these common misspecifications. Importantly, as youth are

1

As the duration of residential placement represents a count variable, ancillary regression models using a Poisson
function were run to assess the sensitivity of our results to the choice regression model used. The results, available upon
request, were substantively identical to those presented here.
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“nested” within programs (although not necessarily within the same months), we use robust
clustered standard errors in order to account for any resulting non-independence in the error terms. 2
***Table 2 about here***
Results
Changes in Dynamic Risk. Table 2 displays the results of a total of 6 separate regression models
designed to assess the relationship between our three focal measures of juvenile staffing difficulties
and both changes in dynamic risk and duration of residential placement. Results shown in the first
model of Table 2 suggest that the rate of direct care vacancies was not significantly related to
changes in dynamic risk (b = .001, CI: -.001 – .003), net of other factors considered. In addition,
male youth evidenced smaller reductions in risk (or increases in risk) during the course of residential
placement (b = .146, CI: .023 – .268) as did youth with special education needs (b = .052, CI: .025 –
.080). On the other hand, youth who scored higher in terms of risk upon admission to the program,
saw significantly larger reductions during the course of placement (b = -.809, CI: -.849 – -.770).
Like direct care vacancies, higher rates of total staff vacancies (Model 2) were found to be
unrelated to changes in dynamic risk during placement (b = -.001, CI: -.001 – .003). On the other
hand, the results shown in Model 3 of Table 2 suggest that the absence rate was significantly and
positively associated with changes in dynamic risk during placement (b = .003, CI: .001 – .006).
Youth who spent time in programs with a greater number of staff absences per 1,000 bed days
evidenced significantly smaller (more positive) changes in dynamic risk during time in residential
treatment, meaning less risk reduction or even increases in dynamic risk.

2

Although the data used in this study is hierarchical in nature (youth nested in residential programs), the fact that
staffing measures account for the specific months a youth was housed in a program (and not an aggregate period)
precludes the use of hierarchical measures. Thus, we account for the potential for non-independence by calculating
robust clustered standard errors.
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Length of Stay. Results shown in Model 4 of Table 2 suggest that the rate of direct care vacancies
was unrelated to the number of days spend in residential placement (b = -.066, CI: -.402 – .269). At
the same time, male youth (b = -37.93, CI: -60.73 – -15.12) and older youth (b = -16.08, CI: -19.64 –
-12.51) spent less time serving residential placements than their counterparts. On the other hand,
youth who evidenced higher levels of initial risk had significantly longer length of stays (b = 16.03,
CI: 8.75 – 25.12), which was expected as FDJJ residential placements are indeterminate and based
on completion of treatment plans. As shown in model 5, total staff vacancies were found to be
significantly and negatively related to the length of stay (b = -.341, CI: -.654 – .028), net of the other
factors considered. Said differently, youth who served their placement in facilities with a greater
number of staff vacancies spent less time in custody than those in facilities with fewer vacancies.
Finally, the absence rate was also significantly associated with longer lengths of stay in a residential
program (b = .537, CI: .018 – 1.057). Specifically, for every additional absence per 1,000 bed days,
the average length of stay was greater by nearly half a day, after accounting for other factors
considered.
Overall, the results presented in Table 2 suggest that of the staffing measures considered, the
absence rate appears to have the most consistent relationship with the outcomes examined. A higher
rate of staff absences was associated with both smaller reductions in dynamic risk during placement
and also longer lengths of stay. While modest in absolute terms, youth placed in residential facilities
suffering from a greater rate of staff absenteeism spent a greater amount of time in custody and also
evidenced smaller reductions in dynamic risk (less treatment progress), both of which may have
implications for reoffending, which is something we turn to next.
Recidivism. Table 3 presents the results from a series of logistic regression models designed to
assess the association between each of our staffing measures and juvenile recidivism. Model 1 of
Table 3 assesses the baseline relationship between risk (as measured by the R-PACT), length of stay,
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and other youth-level characteristics and being rearrested within 365 days of release. Consistent with
the existing literature on juvenile recidivism, a number of youth characteristics were associated with
the likelihood of rearrest across each of the models shown. For example, male youth (OR = 2.88,
CI: 2.14 – 3.87), and youth with more extensive criminal histories (OR = 1.11, CI: 1.09 – 1.13), were
more likely to be rearrested within a year of being released from a residential facility. Also consistent
with past research, both initial levels of total dynamic risk (OR = 1.82, CI: 1.28 – 2.60), as well as
changes in dynamic risk during placement (OR = 1.59, CI: 1.11 – 2.29), were significantly related to
the likelihood of being rearrested. Specifically, the significant positive relationship observed for the
measure of initial risk suggests that youth with higher levels of total dynamic risk at admission were
more likely to be rearrested following their release. Similarly, youth who evidenced smaller declines
in risk (or risk increases) during placement (indicated by larger values on the change measure) were
more likely to recidivate. Finally, youth who remained in custody for longer periods of time were less
likely to be rearrested following their release (OR = .999, CI: .998 – .999)
Turning to the focal measures of the current analysis, the results shown in models 2-7
explored the relationship between our three measures of facility staffing and youth recidivism. For
each measure, two models are shown. The first model of each set includes all relevant control
variables described earlier but does not include changes in dynamic risk or length of stay. The
second model includes these two intermediate outcomes in order to assess the potential for changes
in dynamic risk and length of stay to alter (mediate) the relationship between the staffing measures
and recidivism.
The results shown in Model 2 of Table 3 suggest that the rate of total staff vacancies was not
significantly related to the probability of recidivism, net of the other factors considered (OR =
1.004, CI: .993 – 1.015). The results for the models which included the direct care vacancy rate
(models 4 and 5) were substantively identical, indicating a null relationship between staff vacancy
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rates and rearrest. However, the results shown in Model 6 of Table 3 suggest that the absence rate
was significantly and positively associated with youth recidivism (OR = 1.01, CI: 1.001 – 1.019).
Youth who spent time in programs with a greater number of staff absences per 1,000 bed days had a
significantly higher likelihood of being rearrested within a year of their release. Figure 1 presents the
results of this analysis graphically using predicted probabilities of rearrest at different levels of the
absence rate, holding all other measures at their mean levels. As shown in Figure 1, a one standard
deviation increase in the absence rate was associated with 2.48% increase in the probability of
rearrest, accounting for all other measures in the model.
***Figure 1 about here***
The final logistic regression model (Table 3, Model 7) includes both of the intermediate
outcomes assessed prior (changes in dynamic risk and length of stay) as independent variables. Once
these two measures were introduced, the association between the absence rate and rearrest was
reduced to the point of being nonsignificant. Importantly, both change in dynamic risk (OR = 1.58,
CI: 1.10 – 2.27) and length of stay (OR = .998, CI: .998 – .999) were significantly related to the
likelihood of rearrest. This is suggestive of a potential mediation effect, something which we turn to
in greater detail in the discussion below.
Discussion
A limited body of research has found that staffing turnover is associated with client
outcomes, but other staffing issues, such as the number of facility vacancies and employee absences,
on justice-involved youth outcomes had not been previously assessed. The purpose of this study was
to examine the link between staffing shortages within juvenile residential facilities and justice system
outcomes. Specifically, we investigated how the rate of staff vacancies and absences were associated
with treatment progress (evidenced by changes in dynamic risk), as well as the amount of time spent
in residential placement and juvenile recidivism. Our findings demonstrate that, consistent with prior
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literature, greater reductions in dynamic risk were associated with a smaller probability of rearrest
following release from residential placement (e.g., Baglivio et al, 2018; Vose et al., 2009) and that
unscheduled absences were significantly associated with changes in dynamic risk, such that higher
absence rates were associated with smaller reductions in dynamic risk. Further, we found higher
absence rates were associated with longer placements, net of levels of risk and other individual
characteristics. Duration of residential placement was also found to be negatively associated with
rearrest in that youth with longer placements were less like to recidivate within 365 days of being
released. Finally, although the absence rate was significantly associated with rearrest in a baseline
model, once changes in dynamic risk and length of stay were included, the relationship between
staffing and recidivism was reduced to the point of being nonsignificant. This is suggestive of a
potential mediation effect, although the two effects would appear to be in opposite directions.
The significant relationship observed between the rate of staff absences, changes in dynamic
risk, and youth recidivism had not been previously assessed in juvenile justice research. Inconsistent
staffing and irregularity in treatment/service delivery has previously been linked to poorer youth
outcomes (Peterson, Buser, & Westburg, 2010; Sulek et al., 2017), and this may indeed translate to
more deleterious outcomes upon reentry, like rearrest. For example, research has demonstrated that
inconsistent staffing can prevent thorough implementation of quality intervention programs for
children with special needs (Sulek et al., 2017), and unpredictable attendance of key staff members
can seriously halt the development of prosocial relationships that are necessary for recovery and
healing (Shirk & Karver, 2003), especially since many of the youth come from traumatic
backgrounds and may have difficulty securing trust with adults. For our sample of justice-involved
youth in residential facilities, it may be that inconsistencies in certain staff members’ attendance
disrupt any treatment gains surrounding trust and the establishment of a routine, leading the youth
to “give up” on finding a source of hope and support and instead resort to delinquent habits upon
26

release. In this regard, staff absences can violate what Cassidy (1999) refers to as an affectional bond,
which is supposed to be a secure and positive relationship that develops over time and is nontransitory. With this in mind, it makes sense then that we did not find a direct effect of facility
vacancies on youth rearrest in our sample, since a relationship—and, thus, the potential for a
consistent connection based on trust and support—did not begin at all. Future research, however,
should consider a closer assessment of potential mediating variables between staff vacancies and
youth outcomes.
Frequent unscheduled absences may also lead to adverse youth outcomes because of
staff/correctional officer burnout and the shift from a treatment orientation to a more punitive one.
When absences in juvenile justice facilities occur, required staff-youth ratios must nevertheless be
maintained. This means that some staff are then required to work a “double” shift to cover for their
absent coworkers. Working double shifts can be exhausting and frustrating for correctional officers,
which can increase their stress levels and decrease their job satisfaction. Role stress and
dissatisfaction with one’s place of work can be linked to greater support for punishment and control
of incarcerated people, rather than treatment (Lambert et al., 2010; Moon & Maxwell, 2004).
Correctional officer burnout stemming from uncomfortable working environments,
depersonalization, and emotional exhaustion can have negative consequences for fellow employees
and the youth they oversee, such as a decreased quality of service and the creation of a more
punitive, volatile environment (see Maslach & Jackson, 1981). According to Lambert and colleagues’
(2010) work with adult offenders, corrections employees with greater levels of burnout may come to
blame the inmates they oversee for their unhappiness and adopt a more punitive orientation. To the
extent similar processes apply in juvenile justice, youth placed in residential programs may feel even
more depersonalized and harbor resentment against correctional officials, potentially carrying this
anger with them upon release from their program, and subsequently reoffend. Additionally, future
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work should assess the extent of incidents/misconduct and staff use of physical interventions as
related to staffing difficulties during residential placement. What is clear, however, is that programlevel indicators, and program staffing issues in particular, play a significant role in youth success.
Both treatment progress and the ultimate justice system indicator of success, recidivism, are
associated with, at least in part, with these program-level indicators. This means outcome studies of
the effectiveness of interventions, risk assessment validation studies, and studies of risk changes over
time for youth placed in residential facilities must strive to include such staffing measures in their
analyses.
Limitations
Although novel, the current study is not without limitation. One limitation of the current
research was our inability to deduce the nature of youth relationships with staff members, staff
connections with youth, and staff relationships with one another. A lack of contextual information
prevents us from attaining additional insight into the lived experience of youth in residential facilities
and the voices of staff who serve a critical role in youth care and safety (see Hardet et al., 2012).
Future research should consider adding a qualitative interview component in order to better
understand this little-explored, yet important issue. Previous research has demonstrated that
organizational aspects of youth detention facilities serve as stronger predictors of turnover
intentions than individual characteristics (Mitchell et al., 2000). Further, changes in staffing either
daily or long-term may be reflective of a larger organizational climate, and this aggregate body itself
may help to explain staffing concerns as well as any relationship between staffing and youth
outcomes. For example, Glisson and Hemmelgarn (1998) assessed the outcomes of children’s
service systems and found that positive aspects of an organizational climate, such as cooperation,
low levels of conflict, and clarity of staff’s roles, were significant predictors of improved service
quality and child psychosocial functioning. Staff working in residential facilities who have the
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opportunity to share their experience may shed light on the facility climate, the degree of staff
cooperation and support, organizational shortcomings, feelings of safety and security in their roles,
and what can be improved in the facility in order to maximize the wellbeing and success of all staff
and youth. This important information cannot necessarily be captured in quantitative data alone.
Second, we did not have a measure of who was absent, nor did we have a measure of what
types of vacancies (which positions) there were for the total vacancy measure. Regarding the former,
we could not determine what type of staff member was absent from work, what degree of
experience they had, and whether they were more “correctional minded” or “treatment oriented.”
For the latter, we lacked specific information on the position types that contributed to the total
vacancy rate. For example, the absences of certain roles may have more profound effects on youth
risk reduction and recidivism outcomes than others. Therapists and case management staff facilitate
the vast majority of treatment and intervention groups and counseling services, whose vacancies and
absenteeism may have different repercussions than that of burnt out supervision staff responsible
for the order and movement/schedule adherence of the youth. While treatment groups must still
occur, a service facilitated by therapist who is not one’s usual facilitator may result in different levels
of youth engagement and attention, as perhaps was demonstrated here with less treatment
progress/risk reduction. Future research on this topic should take into consideration which facility
positions are reported absent, as well as the types of positions (therapist, teacher, administrative) that
are vacant and/or are often absent from residential facilities.
Third, information about the nature of particular absences and/or vacancies in our sample
was lacking. Specifically, we did not have data on whether the staff member’s absence was avoidable
or unavoidable. Lambert, Hogan, and Altheimer (2010) assert that unavoidable absenteeism refers to
absences that are beyond the control of the employee, such as transportation issues, injuries, and
family emergencies. Avoidable absences, however, are often perceived as illegitimate, such as when
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an employee decides to take a day off work. Lambert and Hogan (2007) previously demonstrated
that correctional workers who dislike their jobs and/or show little loyalty to their place of work are
more likely to have avoidable absences. However, correctional jobs with high stress can also
exacerbate medical issues, requiring the employee to use legitimate sick leave. While attaining
information about the nature of absences may prove difficult, it is nevertheless important to
consider when assessing the relationship between staffing issues and youth outcomes. Lastly, data
did not allow for distinguishing between voluntary and involuntary vacancies. Importantly, “good”
staff leaving versus “bad” staff being fired may indeed have differential effects on youth outcomes.
Additionally, while our data come from a large and diverse state, we only utilized data from a
single provider in this state. Future research should attempt to replicate our findings using additional
juvenile justice providers across a number of geographic areas. It is important to determine whether
our findings from a large, southern state are generalizable to other facilities across the country.
Further, as discussed, all youth across Florida residential programs receive a comprehensive array of
services and treatment, which is not necessarily true across other states/jurisdictions.
Finally, our outcome was limited to rearrests within a one-year follow-up period. Future
assessments should examine the association between staffing challenges and other potential
outcomes over a longer period. Unfortunately, the follow-up is based on Florida Statute which
requires FDJJ to examine one-year rates. As such, however, it is the most policy-relevant timeframe
for the current sample. As a matter of practicality, this was the only timeframe for which adult
arrests/convictions were also available for youth that were, or turned 18 during the follow-up (as
this data from the Florida Department of Law Enforcement and Department of Corrections is
matched annually by FDJJ to youth records). Relatedly, we argue the follow-up period was adequate
based on FDJJ-specific data indicating that of the youth who will reoffend within one year, over
50% do so within the first four months post-release, and that higher risk to reoffend youth reoffend
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faster (Baglivio, 2014). Further, our focus is on dynamic risk factors, amenable to treatment. Prior
work has demonstrated significant fluctuation in dynamic risk factors during a youth’s placement
(Baglivio, Wolff, Piquero, et al., 2016). While beyond the scope of the current study, we argue the
dynamic risks of these juveniles are rather fluid and that reassessment is critical. As such, examining
the recidivism across longer time periods may not be optimal.
Policy Implications
The findings of the current study have important implications for juvenile justice policy.
Prior work demonstrates that the quality of the treatment services provided in juvenile justice
residential programs, which was partly composed of turnover of the staff facilitating those
interventions (predominately therapists and case managers), impacts post-release recidivism
(Baglivio, Wolff, Jackowski, et al., 2018). Additional work demonstrated that treatment services need
to be delivered at sufficient dosages to achieve risk reduction (measured similarly to the current
study) and reduce recidivism (Baglivio, Wolff, Howell, et al., 2018). Coupled with the findings from
the current study, this growing body of juvenile justice work demonstrates the need for policies
centered on limiting staff turnover and absenteeism. This is easier said than done, as
agencies/providers must balance this need to enforce their human resources policies regarding
calling out/unscheduled leave with the reality of low unemployment rates and competition for labor.
Furthermore, many states employ contracting procedures which prohibit increasing funding dollars
throughout the life of a contract, meaning there is no built-in mechanism to provide cost of living
increases or raises to retain workers. Juvenile justice agencies may wish, in the interests of public
safety, to examine such policies. Irrespective of the policy of the funding agency, absenteeism is
costly and disruptive to the provider (see Lambert & Hogan, 2007 with respect to adult corrections
and absenteeism). The system costs include both overtime to cover the position (staff-to-youth
ratios must be maintained, and treatment services must be provided), as well as resources for
31

recruitment and training of new staff. In Florida, for instance, residential staff attend three weeks of
classroom and skills-based training, as well as one additional week of on-the-job training prior to
being permitted to interact with youth unsupervised (prior to being counted in the staff-to-youth
ratio). Similarly, unplanned staff absences may lead to burnout for those staff needing to work a
double shift on a regular basis as a result. Staff in residential and corrections environments are
already suffering from stress, post-traumatic stress disorder symptoms, and the implications of
vicarious trauma (Bower, 2013; Spinaris, Denhof, & Kellaway, 2012), with life expectancies and
suicide rates of adult correctional officers significantly affected (New Jersey Police Suicide Task
Force, 2009; Stack & Tsoudis, 1997). Policies surrounding employee assistance and wellness
programs, such as peer support groups (Roland, 2011) and stress reduction programs (McCraty,
Atkinson, Lipsenthal, & Arquelles, 2009) should be developed, though study of the application of
these programs in juvenile justice is warranted. Funders and providers would be wise to monitor
staffing issues and find mechanisms to decrease staff burnout, extend employment longevity, and
incentivize attendance among program staff.
Conclusion
The current study examined the implications of program-level staffing issues in the form of
staff absences and vacancies for treatment progress, duration of placement and continued offending
among youth returning to their communities from residential placement. Determining whether
staffing concerns are related to youth-level outcomes, including risk reduction and recidivism is
essential to our understanding of juvenile offending and reentry success. Even the most treatmentoriented, trauma-informed programs, delivering evidence-based and promising interventions can
suffer from staffing challenges. Findings from the current study suggest youth placed in residential
programs that are experiencing such staffing challenges are at a disadvantage in terms of treatment
progress and future success, regardless of their own criminogenic risks and through no fault of their
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own. If the juvenile justice system is to optimize reentry success and make good on its mission to
(re)habilitate at-risk youth, we must study and develop strategies to ensure the environments
entrusted with the care of these adolescents are adequately poised to see that vision actualized.
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Table 1. Descriptive Statistics for the Analysis of JJS Staffing Difficulties and Juvenile Outcomes (n=2,022).
Mean (Median)
SD
Staffing Difficulties
Recidivism
Direct Care Vacancy Rate
7.31 (5.1)
8.87
Rearrest within 365 Days
Total Staff Vacancy Rate
9.51 (7.5)
8.56
Absence Rate
15.27 (12.9)
11.12
R-PACT Risk
Demographic Measures
Change in Total Dynamic Risk
0
0.52
Female
Initial Total Dynamic Risk
0
0.54
Male
Static Criminal History Risk Index
15.79
4.83
White
Continuous Covariates
Mean (Median)
SD
Black
Age at Intake
16.62 (16.8)
1.23
Hispanic
Age at Release
17.34 (17.5)
1.21
Mental Health Problem Diagnosis
Length of Stay (days)
265.64 (244)
101.47
Special Education

n

%

1295

65.40

260
1762
613
1099
310
942
612

12.86
87.14
30.32
54.35
15.33
46.59
30.27

Table 2: Multivariate Assessment of the Association Between Staffing Difficulties and Juvenile Outcomes During Residential Placement
Changes in Total Risk Index
Model 1
Model 2
Model 3
Model 4
Independent Variables
b
95% CI
b
95% CI
b
95% CI
b
95% CI
Direct Care Vacancy Rate
.001
[-.001 - .003]
-----0.066
[-.402 - .269]
Total Staff Vacancy Rate
--.001
[-.001 - .003]
----Absence Rate
----.003**
[.001 - .006]
--Male
.146*
[.023 - .268]
.150*
[.024 - .277]
.091
[-.034 - .216]
-37.927**
[-60.733 - -15.121]
Age at Admission
.004
[-.007 - .015]
.004
[-.007 - .016]
.004
[-.007 - .016]
-16.031***
[-19.598 - -12.463]
Black
.005
[-.023 - .032]
.004
[-.023 - .032]
.004
[-.023 - .032]
7.122
[-.852 - 15.096]
Hispanic
-.013
[-.049 - .023]
-.013
[-.049 - .023]
-.013
[-.049 - .023]
-2.023
[-12.080 - 8.034]
Initial Total Dynamic Risk Index
-.809***
[-.849 - -.770]
-.809***
[-.849 - -.770]
-.809***
[-.849 - -.770]
16.953***
[8.785 - 25.120]
Criminal History Index
.001
[-.002 - .003]
.001
[-.002 - .004]
.001
[-.002 - .003]
.541
[-.225 - 1.306]
Special Education
.052***
[.025 - .080]
.052***
[.025 - .080]
.054***
[.027 - .081]
5.205
[-2.711 - 13.121]
Mental Health Problems
.015
[-.012 - .043]
.015
[-.013 - .043]
.015
[-.013 - .042]
6.595
[-1.492 - 14.682]
Constant
-.113
[-.333 - .107]
-.121
[-.350 - .108]
-.146
[-.366 - .074]
492.781***
[429.185 - 556.378]

Length of Stay
Model 5
b
95% CI
---.341*
[-.654 - -.028]
---43.110***
[-66.857 - -19.363]
-16.079***
[-19.643 - -12.514]
7.179
[-.786 - 15.143]
-2.09
[-12.143 - 7.962]
17.027***
[8.858 - 25.196]
.528
[-.237 - 1.293]
5.407
[-2.524 - 13.337]
6.646
[-1.440 - 14.732]
501.000***
[436.456 - 565.544]

b
--.537*
-45.116***
-15.987***
7.112
-1.886
16.956***
.521
5.284
6.509
484.160***

Model 6
95% CI
--[.018 - 1.057]
[-68.670 - -21.562]
[-19.555 - -12.419]
[-.858 - 15.081]
[-11.929 - 8.158]
[8.781 - 25.131]
[-.243 - 1.285]
[-2.625 - 13.192]
[-1.562 - 14.579]
[419.809 - 548.511]

Note: Unstandardized coefficients and 95% confidence intervals shown. Models also include a program specific indicator to capture other between-program differences. Confidence intervals shown account for the clustering of youth within programs.

Table 3: Multivariate Assessment of the Relationship Between Staffing Difficulties, Changes in Dynamic Risk, Length of Stay and Juvenile Recidivism
Model 1
Model 2
Model 3
Model 4
OR
95% CI
OR
95% CI
OR
95% CI
OR
95% CI
Direct Care Vacancy Rate
--1.004
[.993 - 1.015]
1.002
[.991 - 1.013]
--Total Staff Vacancy Rate
------1.006
[.995 - 1.017]
Absence Rate
--------Change in Total Dynamic Risk
1.594*
[1.110 - 2.288]
--1.593*
[1.110 - 2.287]
--Length of Stay
.999**
[.998 - .999]
--.999**
[.998 - .999]
--Male
2.877***
[2.138 - 3.871]
2.909***
[2.163 - 3.913]
2.892***
[2.147 - 3.897]
2.958***
[2.192 - 3.991]
Age at Admission
1.517***
[1.217 - 1.891]
1.509***
[1.212 - 1.880]
1.518***
[1.217 - 1.892]
1.511***
[1.213 - 1.883]
Black
1.279
[.952 - 1.718]
1.297
[.966 - 1.742]
1.281
[.953 - 1.721]
1.298
[.967 - 1.743]
Hispanic
.831***
[.766 - .902]
.826***
[.761 - .897]
.830***
[.765 - .901]
.827***
[.761 - .898]
Initial Total Dynamic Risk Index
1.824***
[1.278 - 2.605]
1.220*
[1.004 - 1.482]
1.825***
[1.278 - 2.605]
1.212
[.998 - 1.471]
Criminal History
1.110***
[1.086 - 1.134]
1.108***
[1.084 - 1.132]
1.110***
[1.086 - 1.135]
1.108***
[1.085 - 1.132]
Special Education
1.066
[.855 - 1.329]
1.079
[.867 - 1.344]
1.066
[.855 - 1.330]
1.078
[.866 - 1.342]
Mental Health Problems
1.059
[.866 - 1.295]
1.068
[.874 - 1.305]
1.063
[.869 - 1.302]
1.071
[.877 - 1.309]
Constant
2.921
[.654 - 13.040]
2.879
[.644 - 12.877]
3.902
[.880 - 17.309]
2.701
[.599 - 12.182]
Note: Odds ratios and 95% confidence intervals shown. Confidence intervals shown account for the clustering of youth within programs.

Model 5

OR
-1.005
-1.596*
.999**
2.935***
1.519***
1.282
.830***
1.817**
1.111***
1.065
1.067
3.692

95% CI
-[.994 - 1.016]
-[1.112 - 2.290]
[.998 - .999]
[2.171 - 3.968]
[1.218 - 1.894]
[.954 - 1.723]
[.765 - .901]
[1.273 - 2.594]
[1.087 - 1.135]
[.855 - 1.328]
[.872 - 1.305]
[.824 - 16.545]

Model 6

OR
--1.010*
--2.952***
1.497***
1.281
.818***
1.226*
1.108***
1.096
1.082
3.009

95% CI
--[1.001 - 1.019]
--[2.195 - 3.970]
[1.202 - 1.866]
[.953 - 1.720]
[.753 - .888]
[1.009 - 1.490]
[1.084 - 1.132]
[.880 - 1.366]
[.886 - 1.321]
[.678 - 13.366]

Model 7

OR
--1.008
1.583*
.999**
2.938***
1.506***
1.268
.822***
1.822***
1.110***
1.080
1.077
4.005

95% CI
--[.999 - 1.017]
[1.103 - 2.273]
[.998 - .999]
[2.181 - 3.956]
[1.208 - 1.878]
[.943 - 1.705]
[.757 - .893]
[1.278 - 2.598]
[1.086 - 1.134]
[.866 - 1.348]
[.880 - 1.318]
[.908 - 17.666]

